The production of transplants is the largest single cost of producing a crop of sweetpotatoes (Hernandez, 1970) . The quantity of "seed" potatoes required to produce the number of transplants needed to plant a hectare varies from 1120 to 1680 kg. Factors that affect this number are: 1) size of the "seed" roots; 2) number of pullings or cuttings 3) bed management; 4) whether "seed" roots were presprouted; and 5) cultivar (Drinkwater, 1966; Montelaro and Martin, 1977; Steinbauer and Kushman, 1971; Wilson et al., 1980) . A grower must take all these factors into consideration in planning a sweetpotato transplant production program.
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for a higher price. To obtain transplants for earlier planting, most growers cover their field-bedded "seed" roots with black or clear polyethylene mulch (Montelaro and Martin, 1977; Wilson et al., 1980 (Hernandez et al., 1981) , an important disease in most sweetpotato growing areas (Montelaro and Martin, 1977; Steinbauer and Kushman, 1971; Wilson et al., 1980) . This cultivar has a history of poor plant production. Walker and Randle (1986) used various row covers and a black polyethylene mulch to increase the number of large transplants that were produced by 'Travis' roots bedded early in the spring. The total number of transplants was not necessarily increased. Walker and Randle (1986) did not determine the temporal distribution of transplant production in their row cover studies. Sweetpotato growers harvest plants from the transplant production beds several times during the season. Therefore, this study was designed to investigate the effect of various bed covers on the distribution of 'Travis' transplant harvest time and specifically to determine whether other types of bed covers would increase early plant production compared with black polyethylene or bare soil.
The study was conducted in 1986 and 1987 at the Sweet Potato Research Station, Chase, La., on a Gilbert silt loam (fine silty, mixed, thermic Typic Glossaqualfs) with pH 5.1 and <l% organic matter.
Each plot was 4.6 m long and 0.3 m wide on raised beds that were 1.2 m wide. Fertilizer (40N-219 P-208K, kg·ha -1 ) was incorporated before planting. These studies were initiated 27 Mar. 1986 and 23 Mar. 1987 . About 75 'Travis' sweetpotato roots (11.5 kg) of uniform size were placed in each plot. Before bedding, the roots were dipped in a suspension of 2,6-dichloro-4-nitroaniline (Botran 75W, 16 g·liter ], was applied for weed control. Supplemental irrigation was supplied as needed during the growing period.
Since all the materials used to cover the beds were laid directly on the soil, all the treatments are referred to as bed covers. The treatments evaluated in this study were: 1) black polyethylene (38 µm thick, 120 cm wide; local source); 2) perforated clear polyethylene (25 µm thick, 150 cm wide, twelve 1.2-cm holes per 100 cm 2 , Agplast, Ont., Canada); 3) double-slitted clear polyethylene (28 µm thick, 150 cm wide, with slits 12 cm long every 3 cm in rows 36 cm apart); 4) spunbonded polyester (25 µm thick, 170 cm wide); and 5) a bare soil control (covers 3 and 4, Ken-Bar, Reading, Mass.). 'fire black polyethylene was applied tightly to the soil. The other bed covers were applied loosely to the row without support. The black polyethylene was removed when the sweetpotato sprouts were ≈ 3 cm tall, which is the normal practice. The remaining bed covers were not removed until the first transplants were ready to be harvested. The treatments were laid out in a randomized complete-block design with four replications. All treatments were harvested when' the first transplants for any treatment were 20 cm tall (minimum transplant size). Transplants were harvested four times, beginning on 22 May 1986 and 21 May 1987 with subsequent harvests at 8-to 12-day intervals.
Data were evaluated with an analysis of variance. Means were separated using the least significant difference at P = 0.05.
Perforated, double-slitted, and spunbonded polyester bed covers increased the number and weight of sweetpotato transplants at the first harvest in 1986 compared with the bare soil or black polyethylene (Table 1 ). The perforated bed cover resulted in a greater number and weight of transplants than all other treatments at the first harvest. At the second harvest, 12 days later, the number and weight of transplants produced under the black polyethylene were significantly greater than in any other treatment. The weight of transplants from the plots covered with the spunbonded polyester was lower than the weight from all other treatments at the third harvest, but was only lower than the weight from plots covered with black polyethylene at the last harvest. There was no difference among treatments in the number of transplants at the last two harvests. The total number and weight of transplants from spunbonded polyester plots were less than from black polyethylene plots. There were no differences in total plant weight or number of plants among the black polyethylene mulch, perforated, or double-slitted, clear polyethylene treatments. The average weight of plants from the bare soil plots was higher than that from any other treatment.
Roots jn beds covered with perforated or double-slitted polyethylene produced the greatest number and weight of transplants at the first harvest in 1987 (Table 1) . As in 1986, the weight and number of transplants from beds covered with black polyethylene were higher than from any other treatment at the second harvest. At the third and fourth plant harvests, there were no differences in the weight of transplants. Black polyethylene and the double-slitted covered plots usually produced the most transplants at these harvests. Yield of plants from plots covered with black polyethylene did not differ from those covered with perforated polyethylene at the fourth harvest. Black polyethylene and the double-slitted covered plots produced the greatest total number of transplants. There were no significant differences among the black polyethylene, perforated, or doubleslitted covers in total number or weight of transplants produced. Average plant weight was greatest from roots in the bare soil and spunbonded polyester treatments.
When the black polyethylene mulch was removed, all potential soil-warming properties were lost. The other bed covers presumably continued to provide a warm environment in which the emerging plants could grow. The perforated and double-slitted row covers probably warmed the soil and air better than the spunbonded polyester (Motsenbocker and Bonanno, 1989; Walker and Randle, 1986) . When heavy rainfall pounded the spunbonded polyester, it adhered to the soil, and the first plants to emerge were bent and twisted. Use of either the perforated or double-slitted covers as opposed to the black plastic mulch increased early transplant production of sweetpotatoes by 8 to 12 days and time of removal was not as critical. Early transplant production with these bed covers could provide the economic advantages described by Drinkwater (1966) and Hernandez (1970) . Also, openings in these covers should allow CO 2 to escape and O 2 to enter, thereby minimizing decay and overheating (Wilson et al., 1980) . These advantages could be beneficial to farmers who grow their own transplants and who are trying to produce sweetpotatoes for the early market.
